


























　シンガポールの独立 30 周年を祝う 1995 年，国防省は自らが主導し，国際的な展示デザイナーの
包摂の歴史
History of Inclusion : 































アを用いつつも単線的な理解に立っていた。しかし，私が 2003 年から 2006 年にかけて博物館の改
修に携わる際の歴史ギャラリーの計画・設計は，これとは対極をなすものであった。
生まれ変わったシンガポール国立博物館
　計画・設計・構築・設置までに 3 年以上を費やした歴史ギャラリーは，約 1,000 平方メートルの
広さに 1,000 点以上の展示物を陳列し，来館者に貸与される携帯端末には 8 時間分に相当する音声
ガイドが収められている。従来の歴史展示とこのギャラリーの最大の違いのひとつは，シンガポー
























　従来とは異なる私たちの手法は，1819 年 1 月 29 日に上陸し，近代シンガポールの父として尊
敬されているスタンフォード・ラッフルズ卿の展示の中に最もよく表れている。ここではラッフ















ル夫人による優れた宣伝活動の賜物であった。夫人が上下 2 巻の回顧録『Memoir of the Life and 




































































































　2003 年 4 月，私はシンガポール国立博物館の館長に正式に就任したが，そのことはシンガポー
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Report on Investigation and Research Activities
The National Museum of Singapore was established as the Raffles Museum in 1887 by the British 
colonial government （1819 – 1963） as a depository of knowledge and a showcase of the British colo-
nies in Southeast Asia, which included Malaya-Singapore, Sabah and Sarawak of Borneo. The Museum 
was well known for its collections of natural history and ethnographic specimens, as well as native arts 
and crafts. It became the National Museum of Singapore after Singapore’s independence （1965） and 
was the only museum of Singapore until 1996, after which the Singapore Art Museum and the Asian 
Civilisations Museum branched out from the main collection, while the museum itself became the 
dedicated place of Singapore history. In 2003, this museum needed badly a major a re-development, so 
that it would keep up with the time and that a comprehensive Singapore history could be presented in 
it in ways that would be appealing to the changing tastes of the audiences. 
Presenting Singapore History in 1984 and 1995
Although the writing of Singapore history has diversified over the past two decades, the presenta-
tion of this history in a museum context has been less dynamic. In 1984 when the National Museum 
underwent a major revamp, so that the narrative of Singapore history could be installed, the museum 
did so with a gallery containing 20 dioramas. Each diorama was a snapshot of a historically significant 
time, sometimes a specific political event, for instance, the arrival in Singapore of Sir Stamford Raffles 
（1781 – 1826） in 1819, who is venerated as the founder of modern Singapore
（1）
.
These dioramas focused on the history between 1819, which is the British founding of Singapore 
as a colony, and 1965, when Singapore gained its independence. The period between 1965 and 1984, 
the date when the gallery was set up, would be left untouched in this display. Until then, Singapore’s 
history was written according to a politically defined formula, following ardently the syllabus laid down 
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by the Ministry of Education, which also published the standard history textbooks used by schools.   
In 1995, celebrating the 30th anniversary of our independence, the Ministry of Defence commis-
sioned and lead the creation of a large experiential exhibition with the help of international exhibition 
designers. Entitled “The Singapore Story”, this exhibition made use of theme park techniques popu-
larly sanctioned as ‘edutainment’, employing storytelling approached honed in film making and heavy 
with the aim to entertain, and supported by the strong belief that learning is best done through fun-
filled immersion and emotive tantalisations. One of the most commonly used techniques was re-en-
actment.  Real actors and devices such as sight and sound, object theatre were deployed to create and 
act out scenes of episodes to guide visitors through prescribed milestones of Singapore, with strong 
warning of the brevity of our history, now beginning in 1965, and of the perceived challenges of na-
tion-building by a tiny island short of natural resources and yet surrounded by hostile neighbours. 
Some interpretive manipulations were made in this narrative. For example, the curators of this ex-
hibition portrayed pre-modern Singapore as a quiet fishing village of no significance, without acknowl-
edging the fact that Singapore, originally a vassal state to the regional powers at different times, its 
economic lifeline and political position in 19th century were deeply rooted in the regional riverine and 
maritime trading networks controlled by the kingdoms of Majapahit （East Java） in the 14th century 
and those of Johor and Riau-Lingga between 16th and 19th centuries. To admit to this fact would be to 
recognise the existence of the native Malay ruling regime, which was made powerless by Raffles and 
further weakened by the Singapore government after 1965, while entering territorial and sovereign 
disputes involving the sultanates of Malaysia, as well as with the independent Indonesian government 
of Sukarno. Furthermore, the curators were too eager to downplay the role of Singapore’s British colo-
nial experience and to emphasise British unreliability in defending Singapore from Japanese invasion 
in February 1942 during the Asia Pacific War. Instead, the curators seized upon the immediate dislo-
cation and confusion in Singapore after the surrender of Japan, and transferred the poverty-stricken 
fishing village image onto post-war Singapore, so as to conjure up a persuasive narrative anointing the 
government led by the People’s Action Party （PAP） as the rightful creator of the modern and new 
Singapore we now know – peaceful, progressive and prosperous, but guarded and ‘fiercely’ defended.
This multimedia but mono-linear exhibition was the basis against which the new History Gallery 
was planned and designed when I was tasked to re-make the National Museum of Singapore between 
2003 and 2006.
The new National Museum of Singapore
Taking up more than three years to plan, design, construct and install, the History of Singapore 
gallery covered a floor area of nearly 1000 square metres with more than 1000 objects displayed and 
eight hours’ of audio-visual content, which was contained in a handheld device given out to visitors. 
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One of the biggest difference this gallery made in the tradition of history presentation was to bring 
the narrative of Singapore’s history back in time to around 1300, hence 600 years earlier than it would 
normally have made sense to an averaged Singaporean mind. With this extension of time, it allowed us 
to examine the dynamics of trading in Southeast Asia, to place the island of Singapore in the context 
of ancient Java and Siam, as well as to elaborate on its later relationships in the Malay power circuit 
of Johor and Riau – Lingga sultanates, and to explain the existence of a Malay royal settlement called 
Temasek, which dates to 14th century. Until now, Temasek had been mentioned in passing, as a small 
footnote in conventional history texts but not explicitly portrayed based on the information we had 
accumulated from historical texts, such as the late 14th century Daoyi zhilue  夷志略 by Wang Dayuan
汪大渊 ,  a Yuan dynasty merchant, and the Malay Annals （Sejarah Melayu）, and archaeological evi-
dence excavated on 14th century sites on Fort Canning and mouth of Singapore River
（2）
.
Widening the context of Singapore history also meant that we could reach in to the depth of his-
tory in so many ways, entry points and perspectives. The search for a multiplicity of voice in history 
was the main driving force for us to create two simultaneous paths to bring to our visitors the message 
that there is always another side to one story. 
The gallery is roughly divided into two paths – the Events Path in which the displays chronicled 
history with a capital letter ‘H’, telling history from the official, and often male, point of view. The 
other is called the Personal Path, in which the displays offered visitors information and points of view 
that were alternative to the official version. Small conduits were created so that visitors could weave 
between the displays and narratives of the Events and Personal paths. Some visitors wondered in and 
out unintentionally but that was actually our intention, because history never developed along one 
straight line. 
Our unconventional approach was perhaps best demonstrated in the display about Sir Stamford 
Raffles, who was credited and celebrated for founding modern Singapore, landing on the island on 29 
January 1819. This display told Raffles’ story from the views of his wife （Sophia Hull: 1786 – 1858）, 
his arch enemy （Major William Farquhar: 1774 – 1839） and the Malay ruler who submitted his power 
and sovereignty to the British. These were narratives much buried under the grandeur of Raffles’ suc-
cess, hidden for the convenience of a clean and complication-free linear narrative. Studying the stan-
dard textbook on Singapore history, one would easily forget that Raffles had spent less than three full 
years in Singapore after signing the treaty with Sultan Hussein （1776 – 1835） in 1819. In fact, immedi-
ately after the treaty was signed Raffles hurried back to British Bencoolen in Sumatra to resume his 
duty as Governor-General. One would never have appreciated the difficulties which William Farquhar 
faced when Raffles left him to govern Singapore with no budget nor governing support. In our version 
of history, the period between 1819 and 1822 was a story of Farquhar, who, with his affable person-
ality, friendly network with the local and multi-ethnic business communities, made Singapore a spec-
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tacular success. Under Farquhar’s haphazard administration, both population and trade in Singapore 
grew rapidly. Although Farquhar had a huge fall out with Raffles, he was showered lavishly with gifts 
from the merchant communities when he was forced to leave Singapore. 
The fact that Raffles is traditionally regarded as the first founder of Singapore was very much 
the good public relations work by his widow, Lady Sophia （née Hull）, who wrote the two-volume 
Memoir of the Life and Public Services of Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles, in which she diligently 
documented her husband’s work in Java, Sumatra and Singapore, thus gaining wide recognition 
for Raffles as Singapore’s founder. In fact, in the gallery, it was the voice of Sophia visitors would 
hear. Sultan Husssein’s perspective involved a longer and more complex process. As the sad story 
of Sultan Hussein was very much a result of succession disputes and power struggles inherent in 
the Malay court structure, an artistic decision was made to commission a short play to be written in 
traditional Malay storytelling. This way, we were able to create a complex context which involved the 
Malay court personalities, showing how their powers were weakened in the face of emerging armed 
European presence. The short play, though in English, was written to simulate the rhythm of Malay 
poetry and to cast a sense irony on the futility of the situation in 1819. This was how the dominance 
of Raffles in Singapore history was subverted. We were of course criticised by the more orthodox or 
textbook-bred audiences for downplaying the importance of Raffles. 
Hence throughout the gallery which traverses nearly six hundred years, Singapore is portrayed 
through the eye of people of different social and economic backgrounds, women and children, victors 
and victims, officials and dissidents, masters and servants. All characters called in to help with the 
narratives of history have been researched from archives, historical records and research interviews. 
To give our audiences a visualisation of ancient Singapore, we invested heavily in a 270-degree 
short film called Sejarah Singapura （“A history of Singapore） made for us by contemporary artist Ho 
Tzu Nyen. It is based on a series of tableaux he had created a few years earlier about the crisscrossing 
of myths and truths of the origins of Singapore. Drawing heavily from small pieces of information 
carried in travel accounts Daoyi zhilue by the Chinese Wang Dayuan the Malay Annals  as previsouly 
noted, and Suma Oriental by the Portuguese Tomé Pires, scenes of the fragmentary narratives were 
created on screen
（3）
. We filmed with ordinary folks who answered the call for audition, and on locations 
all over Singapore. The result was a stunning and meditative visuals that captured the spirit of the 
untold history of our past. 
Objects displayed in the gallery were used as powerful tools to introduce tension, clips from oral 
history interviews conjured up emotive context for human stories that were essential in lending a 
personal perspective amidst larger historical events. To illustrate the disputes between the colonial ad-
ministration and the burgeoning population over the boundary and use of public spaces in the city, we 
installed a huge funeral hearse far too large for the space in close proximity to three equally overbear-
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ing portraits of British governors
（4）
. To sinuate the unexpected quiet menace of the invading Japanese 
army in early 1942, who sneaked up on Singapore from the north, we created a display of cascading 
Raleigh bicycles, on which the Japanese soldiers were riding on upon their invasion. 
In 2006, many Singaporeans were still suf fering from history-phobia, and we felt the large 
Singapore History Gallery might be too overwhelming for history beginners. To allow such audience 
to take in history in moderate portions, we created four galleries which we said were about culture 
and lifestyle - fashion, food, photography and film （entertainment）. These galleries largely thematic 
and did not discuss history in a chronological manner, although social issues such as immigration, 
cultural hybridity, ethnic diversity, family structures were presented and discussed in the displays. 
The Food Gallery, for instance, was a deep dive into the roots of the multi-ethnic immigrant nature 
of Singapore society without political pretext. Riding on Singaporeans’ passion in food, we explored 
the origins of Singapore street food and gave our immigrant society a rich historical explanation. The 
Photography Gallery was an excuse to showcase the vast museum collection of archival photographs, 
but in the end we found ourselves engaging in a discussion on the various permutations of family in 
historical Singapore. The gallery dedicated to film and entertainment was a good attempt in showing 
how the rapidly growing population in early 20th century was entertained: though street theatre, 
amusement parks and cinema. The Fashion Gallery was a remarkable space for us to explore wom-
en’s modern identity in Singapore, for they rose up to the nation’s call for economic development in 
the 1960s and 1970s to enter the work force in large numbers. Thrust into a world beyond their family 
comfort, how women dressed themselves was a journey of self-discoveries, navigation through fine 
lines of social background, financial status, ethnicity and values. 
These four galleries showed the ‘lighter’ sides of history, and even if some audiences would visit 
them instead of the larger and more serious Singapore History Gallery, they would have learned the 
Singapore history from different perspectives and hopefully would appreciate this history as an un-
der-explored territory of richness, complexity, multi-layered narratives.
In both the Singapore History Gallery and the Living Galleries, we used heavily audio and visual 
materials, archival ones in particular, because they are the most direct visual emotional connections to 
the exhibits and narratives. Where the original voices could not be made available, voice talents were 
carefully selected to read the texts to depict  the stories appropriately. 
As the content was far richer than any previous galleries we had experienced in, a great number 
of people were naturally involved in the research, writing, designing and in the highly complex pro-
duction process, which included selection of artists, casting, line and post productions. No less than 
450 individuals from the artistic community worked on the galleries –  visual and conceptual artists, 
writers, actors, extras, voice talents, film directors, props masters, costumiers – alongside a team of 
curators, script writers and designers. Under this process, the curators were not the only people call-
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ing the shots, but they had to share their creative and research process with a diversity of individuals 
who all gave input to make the galleries an experiential success.
Women’s place in Singapore History
As Singapore’s official history started around 1965, its brevity also meant that historians and 
museum curators would run out of things to say about the short 50 years, following the conventional 
nation building narrative. Creating the four Living galleries helped us develop new and different ways 
to write our history. Fortunately, the rapid development of Singapore into a world port by the early 
20th century lured many immigrants from poverty-stricken areas to Singapore to seek work. Men 
were not the only ones who came. Many women were driven by the home conditions to become la-
bourers in Singapore. One of the most visible female labour groups was the Samsui women, who were 
hard labourers on construction sites
（5）
. They came from Sanshui 广东三水 of Guangdong province and 
wore a uniform of red headdress and dark cotton outfit for work. Another group came from Shunde 
广东顺德 , also Guangdong province, to work as housekeepers throughout the British colonies of the 
East – Hong Kong, Singapore and Malaya. They wore a uniform of black trousers and white blouse. 
Apart from these two iconic female work groups, from the 1960s and 1970s thousands of women 
entered factories, or took up vocations such as seamstress, teachers, clerks, secretaries filing up the 
workforce of Singapore to drive the economy upwards as demanded by the new government. These 
became important topic for the National Museum to explore as exhibition themes. 
The current enthusiasm of Singapore society in the heritage of local neighbourhoods testifies 
the importance of the kind of history that presents facts and facets that are different from the official 
and sanctioned versions. In the unique circumstances under which politics and great decisions are 
not widely opened to the public for participation, re-establishing one’s spatial and historical roots to 
history outside the official framework has become a way of political awakening for many electorates. 
Perhaps we did a good thing creating more channels for Singaporeans to talk about our history. 
A woman’s place in the museum
When I became director of the National Museum, officially, in April 2003, it created ripples in 
Singapore’s community of arts and culture. I was the youngest director, at 40, and the first female to 
hold such a position that had been hitherto male-dominated. It was news-worth, and I was enthusiasti-
cally received, positively portrayed in the papers. In retrospect, I can’t help but feel that because I was 
a woman, the media and public extended to me more than usual generosity and warmth. This good 
head start, I believe, bought me the necessary time to tackle the mound of problems that had accumu-
lated at the museum, and the need of leadership for the re-development of the Museum.
What most people neglected to notice under the novelty of a young and female museum leadership 
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was the fact that I was the first professional museum leader to emerge since Singapore’s indepen-
dence. As the museum was part of the civil service, inherited from the British, the choice of its lead-
ership had been guided by a central belief in the elite system, which privileged carefully selected and 
groomed generalists over professional capabilities. Until my ascendance, the previous directors had 
been mid to high-ranking civil servants with no prior museum skills. I broke this tradition, taking up 
the position armed with 18 years of experience in curating and museum management, honed in learn-
on-the-job process, mentored by knowledgeable and skilled curator-supervisors.
In fact, it is exactly my professional know-how that gave me an advantage over the other male 
directors of my time and my predecessors, since none of them had professional museum experience 
before they became heads of museums. Holding court with the architects and engineers of the 
re-development project was probably the more intimidating element of this period. Fortunately my 
curatorial insight and training gave me good grounding to shape the raw architectural concept into a 
functionally sound museum facility. I was also able to select and form a team of executives, advisors 
and consultants to fill in my inadequacies. I believe those colleagues without actual museum experi-
ence could not visualise drawings, organise objects, merge storylines and turn an architecture into a 
functioning institution. 
The other tasks I had at hand required more long-term patience and foresight. I had to revitalise 
and re-organise the team at the museum by persuading the existing members to change, and by re-
cruiting energetic ones to expand the staff base. I believe those colleagues without actual museum ex-
perience were unable to give accurate and useful guidance and clear direction when needed. Without 
prior hands-on working knowledge of the collections, my male colleagues and predecessors were 
unable to mobilise the museum resources, to exercise their imagination and to visualise for the muse-
ums which they were planning or running. Without track records of curating and exhibitions, my male 
colleagues and predecessors were unable to assess the quality and validity of options supplied to them 
and to offer technical solutions when problems arose.
In 2006, when we welcomed our first international partners from Vienna museums to install an 
exhibition on the Empress Maria-Theresia, many of the Austrian female curators observed that the 
newly opened museum had the touch of a woman. Although it was clearly a compliment to me per-
sonally, I think they could tell that the museum was built with professionalism, care and attention. At 
a personal level, I cannot deny that being a female, my professional concerns and perspectives might 
differ from the male’s, but in the context of Singapore museums, I would like to think that my work 
at the National Museum of Singapore blazed a trail of possibilities for museums to be directed by 
museum professionals. Under the Singaporean elite governing system, the integrity of museum pro-
fessionals is not always safe-guarded but has to be struggled for.
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　（The Former Director of the Singapore National Museum）
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（ 1）――Raffles had been searching to establish a armed 
trading base in the archipelago, as the Dutch and Spanish 
had already developed strong trading posts throughout 
the islands of Southeast Asia. On 29 January 1819 Raffles 
and a small company of British navy officers landed in Sin-
gapore to meet the local ruler of Singapore, from whom 
he secured a treaty ceding the island to become a British 
colony, thus giving the British the strategic foothold of 
Penang, Malacca and Singapore, which later became the 
Straits Settlements.
（ 2） ――The remnants of the 14th century settlement 
were visible already in 1820s when the British colonial 
of ficers surveyed Fort Canning, which was known as 
the ‘Forbidden Hill’. However, the earliest archaeological 
finds were discovered when a reservoir was being exca-
vated on top of Fort Canning in 1928. This yielded some 
of the most important 14th century gold artefacts made in 
East Javanese style, and reinforced the notion of a royal 
settlement on the hill, and that Singapore was under 
the influence of East Javanese kingdom, the Majapahit. 
Systematic excavations would begin in Singapore only in 
1984 onwards and more widely on Fort Canning, mouth 
and lower reaches of Singapore River, as well as under 
19th century historical buildings. A full account and anal-
ysis derived from archaeological research of Singapore 
has been finally written and published by John Miksic in 
Singapore and the Silk Road of the Sea, 1300-1800. Singa-
pore: NUS Press. 2018.
（ 3）­ ―― See Miksic, Singapore & the Silk Road of the 
Sea: I 1300 – 1800. Chapter 4 “Singapore’s ancient history, 
1299 to 1604”.
（ 4）――The scene would recall those lavish and crowd-
ed funerary processions organised for the death of prom-
inent Chinese businessmen. On these occasions, public 
roads and spaces would be taken up often obstructing 
traffic and creating noises. On a more mundane level, 
shops often extended into public walkways or roadsides, 
which also breached laws governing usage of land and 
public spaces under the British colonial rule.
（ 5）――They were from Sanshui, which is the Mandarin 
and official pronunciation of the place. In their own dia-
lect, it is pronounced as Samsui.
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